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C u r r e n t  I s s u e s

The EDUCAUSE Advisory Com-
mittee for Teaching and Learn-
ing (ACTL) has identified the key 

technology-related teaching and learn-
ing issues in higher education for 2007. 
This is a particularly important time for 
the academic technology/instructional 
design profession, which is moving 
beyond the formative stages. In survey-
ing themes and issues this year, ACTL 
believes that we are moving toward 
“Instruction 2.0.” Just as emerging Web 
2.0 technologies are clearly reshaping 
the Web and online media, innovations 
in instructional practice and academic 
technology are now clearly moving 
higher education in new directions.

The growing emphasis on a culture 
of evidence is reflected in this matu-
ration of academic technology. The 
profession is moving beyond the early 
stages of providing “novel” implemen-
tations and random acts of progress. As 
academic technologists, we are increas-
ingly expected to become more system-
atic and reflective in our approaches 
to transforming and assessing teaching 
and learning. We are also developing a 
richer understanding of learning and 
how to support our campus constitu-
ents. As a result of the current educa-
tional environment, ACTL identified 
the following 10 important teaching 
and learning issues:
  1.	Establishing and supporting a cul-

ture of evidence
  2.	Demonstrating improvement of 

learning
  3.	Translating learning research into 

practice

  4.	Selecting appropriate models and 
strategies for e-learning

  5.	Providing tools to meet growing stu-
dent expectations

  6.	Providing professional development 
and support to new audiences

  7.	Sharing content, applications, and 
application development

  8.	Protecting institutional data

  9.	Addressing emerging ethical 
challenges

10.	Understanding the evolving role of 
academic technologists

Within the list of 10 issues, themes 
appear. For example, questions of assess-
ment and best instructional practices 
figure prominently (issues 1, 2, 3, 
and 4). Similarly, changes in student, 
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faculty, and institutional expectations 
over the past 10 years emerge (issues 
5 and 6). Collaboration and how we 
work together is a theme across higher 
education (issue 7). And, as with any 
evolving profession, ethics, privacy, 
and data stewardship issues continue 
to grow (issues 8, 9, and 10). Each of the 
top-ten teaching and learning issues is 
explored below.

No. 1: Establishing a 
Culture of Evidence

Americans are attending colleges and 
universities at an unprecedented rate 
despite the increased cost of a college 
education. The average cost of attending 
a four-year public university has risen 
to $12,796 per year, up 35 percent from 
five years ago; the average cost of attend-
ing a private college jumped to $30,367 
annually. Compounding the problem 
of increased cost is the steady increase 
in time to degree completion. For the 
graduating class of 2000, the average 
degree-completion time was 6.2 years in 
a four-year public college and 5.3 years 
in a private institution.1

Given that college education is now 
one of the most important and expen-
sive investments for American families, 
the call for accountability in higher edu-
cation has intensified. U.S. Secretary of 
Education Margaret Spelling’s action 
plan includes accountability as one 
of the three central issues (along with 
accessibility and affordability) for higher 
education and argues that colleges and 
universities must be more transparent 
about student success outcomes.2

Higher expectations and the demand 
for accountability have led to the prolif-
eration of reporting requirements from 
federal, state, accreditation, trustee, and 
other governing boards. While not lack-
ing in volume or detail, the resulting 
reports can be overwhelming, confusing, 
disconnected, and sometimes mislead-
ing.3 The rigid nature of the reporting 
requirements has left little room for 
institutions to develop a meaningful and 
effective accountability system. The grow-
ing demands for accountability imply a 
diminishing trust in higher education 
by policymakers and the general public. 
Colleges and universities are responding 

by engaging in an ongoing dialogue to 
develop a set of learning outcomes. They 
are recognizing the need for better sys-
tems that move beyond counting objects 
(such as computers, books, and so on) to 
measuring learning outcomes.

This new focus on accountability will 
place demands on academic technol-
ogy units by focusing attention on how 
course management systems (CMSs), 
e-portfolios, and emerging learning out-
comes systems can be used for college, 
department, and program-level assess-
ment. By straddling the academic and 
information technology domains, aca-
demic IT units will either be directly 
involved in the planning or directly 
impacted by the decisions.

As we look to academic systems to 
support accountability efforts, academic 
IT leaders must assist the campus com-
munity in focusing the scope of the 
efforts, setting priorities, and deter-
mining appropriate implementation 
phases. Academic technologists must 
catalyze frequent exchanges between 
institutions on improving and measur-
ing student learning. Based on these 
discussions, academic technologists can 
help institutions ask the right questions 
and find appropriate, scalable solutions. 
Academic technologists should consider 
the following questions when exploring 
accountability:
■	What kind of administrative leader-

ship and support might be required?
■	What learning outcomes need to 

be tracked at the course, program, 
department, college, and institution 
levels? What evidence is necessary 
to demonstrate progress in learning 
and improvement of educational 
quality?

■	What groups on campus need to be 
represented during this process? What 
is the role of technology? What is the 
role the academic IT unit?

■	How do we ensure that the admin-
istrative process used to collect and 
manage the data is of the highest 
quality and meets all regulations?

■	What training will be required to 
assist faculty and staff to translate the 
data into best practices? What kind 
of incentives and rewards might be 
required to encourage participation?

■	How can the findings be communi-
cated to key stakeholders in a clear 
and meaningful way?

No. 2: Demonstrating 
Improved Learning

Technology and its uses in learn-
ing, research, and student service are 
accepted as an integral part of the higher 
education landscape. Active dialogue 
and research on technology-enhanced 
teaching and learning are under way 
at numerous institutions. Through 
the efforts of educators at institutions 
across the nation, our collective under-
standing of learning is being enhanced 
along with our understanding of the 
value that technology brings to higher 
education instructional environments. 
Moreover, the importance of provid-
ing a technology-rich environment will 
arguably increase as members of the 
Net Generation bring with them new 
expectations and understandings of the 
world that surrounds them.

Net Geners approach the educational 
experience much as they do the rest of 
their world—they have redefined the 
role technology plays. They present a 
new set of educational challenges and 
opportunities, many framed around 
approaches to learning that are visual, 
sensory, and engaged.

While few would speculate that tech-
nology’s role in higher education will 
diminish in the future, many question 
whether the comparatively large ongo-
ing investment in technology is justified 
and whether technology is delivering 
on the promise of improved learning. 
As educators have gained new insights 
into learning, questions about the effec-
tiveness of technology in learning have 
morphed into discussions focused more 
on learning styles and pedagogy and 
less on technology. Today, we under-
stand more about the intersection of 
learning and technology. Rather than 
seeing technology-enhanced learning as 
“something different” from the norm, 
recognition of the value technology 
brings to the learning experience—
whether in a face-to-face or distance 
setting—is growing.

IT can provide access to media- and 
content-rich material, create interactive 
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learning environments that engage stu-
dents in new and exciting ways, and 
enhance the learning experience by 
visually portraying conceptual thoughts 
while offering convenience, access, and 
scalability. Technology has effectively 
redefined both access to education and 
the educational process.

The importance of evaluating learn-
ing outcomes vis-à-vis technology use is 
evidenced by scores of educators around 
the country who are actively engaged 
in classroom and learning assessment. 
Assessment often focuses on
■	 evidence of improved learning,
■	 strategies that support and improve 

teaching, and
■	 improvement of learning technology 

tools.
As we continue to explore and docu-

ment the integration, effectiveness, and 
value of technology in education, it is 
important to ask questions such as:
■	How does technology augment learn-

ing? How can be it used while preserv-
ing the quality associated with tradi-
tional faculty-student interaction?

■	What roles can virtual environments 
play in the lives of our faculty (such as 
facilitating office hours and improv-
ing student communication)?

■	How should our instructional and liv-
ing spaces and technology evolve to 
further support and enhance learning 
as well as personal and professional 
growth?

■	How can technology be used to assist 
faculty in addressing “administrivia”?

■	How can technology improve the lives 
of our students and prepare them for 
a future that is increasingly defined 
within the context of globalization 
and technology?

No. 3: Translating Learning 
Research into Practice

Research related to learning, teach-
ing methods, and cognitive science 
has exploded during the past few 
decades. New neuroscience techniques 
“can reveal learning in an alive, awake 
brain, detecting the impact of experien-
tial learning before it can be observed 
in behavior.”4 Yet as the research base 
about learning has grown, our abil-
ity to stay abreast of the research and 

translate it into teaching practice seems 
inadequate.

Perhaps our greatest challenge as aca-
demic technologists in moving learning 
research into practice is finding active 
learning techniques that meet faculty’s 
needs. Rather than telling faculty about 
the learning research, perhaps we should 
create ways for them to experience it.

Part of the challenge is raising aware-
ness of the research available. The com-
munities of learning researchers—and 
their conferences and journals—do 
not necessarily overlap with those of 
learning practitioners (and they rarely 
overlap with those of faculty). Academic 
technologists must therefore make a 
special effort to locate and understand 
the research.

Once located, “translating” the 
research into something faculty can 
easily use becomes the focus. Faculty 
are pressed for time—they need mate-
rials to be as brief and relevant as pos-
sible. Materials must be synthesized and 
summarized in a jargon-free way. They 
will not use anything that sounds too 
complex, involves too many caveats, or 
does not relate to the classroom. Some 
are motivated by a “what’s in it for me” 
attitude: they want to understand how 
something will benefit their course and 
their professional development.

Learning is a terribly complex pro-
cess that is influenced by the conditions 

under which it occurs. Summarizing, 
simplifying, and shortening informa-
tion without distorting the facts is an 
extremely difficult and time-consuming 
endeavor. Even with well-crafted sum-
maries, capturing the faculty’s attention 
is challenging. Finding the right method 
to reach faculty amid the constant flood 
of training opportunities, e-mail mes-
sages, and flyers they receive can be 
difficult.

In translating learning research into 
practice, academic technologists face 
issues such as:
■	How do we develop a common vocab-

ulary? What exchanges will facili-
tate communication and enable the 
research and practitioner communi-
ties to “speak the same language”?

■	What kinds of experiences will allow 
faculty and staff to bridge research 
and practice? Are traditional face-to-
face events effective? Or do learn-
ing experiences need to incorporate 
hands-on demonstrations along with 
discussion and reflection? Can online 
resources provide just-in-time support 
as individuals have questions?

■	What evidence is required to make a 
case for attending to learning research 
and practice? Can discussions with 
students provide the impetus? Are 
institutional research or assessment 
data necessary? What kind of adminis-
trative leadership might be needed?

■	When and where should this research-
to-practice mind-set be developed? 
Should graduate student professional 
development programs inculcate this 
mind-set in future faculty? What ratio-
nale will encourage graduate students 
to devote time to the endeavor? 

■	How does bridging research and prac-
tice become part of the institution’s 
culture? Does it require data? Discus-
sion? Rewards?

No. 4: Selecting Models and 
Strategies for E-Learning

Higher education is inundated with 
ever-changing e-learning methods 
and strategies. The learning curve and 
long-term investment vary significantly 
from model to model. Amid changing 
requirements, institutions struggle  
to make sense of how to balance the 
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different approaches while oper-
ating within constrained budgets  
and resources. They must take an 
iterative approach to implementation 
to determine which models produce 
quantifiable results and positive learn-
ing outcomes.

As an institution considers imple-
menting an e-learning model, aca-
demic technologists must work within 
the institutional culture and determine 
the key constituents, whose involve-
ment will ultimately determine the 
success of the project, as will effective 
communication of the final strategy. 
Constituents may include students or 
consumers of the service or product, 
faculty, information and learning tech-
nology experts, support personnel, and 
administrators.

Academic technologists must con-
sider organizational needs and align e-
learning strategies to address them while 
recognizing faculty’s diverse needs. Sus-
tainability, central support, and main-
stream adoption must be balanced with 
individual needs and sound pedagogy. 
Our role is to help advance the use of 
technology to support the institution’s 
instructional mission, with the prior-
ity of matching solutions with faculty 
needs. We also need to empower faculty 
to progress in a self-directed manner. 
In addition, we must proactively iden-
tify tools and strategies before they are 
widely needed by faculty.

A successful e-learning strategy does 
not exist in isolation—it should address 
a number of organizational goals while 
being both sustainable and scalable. Aca-
demic technology units will be asked to 
select strategies that focus on problem 
areas that can be addressed via e-learning. 
For instance, they may be expected to pro-
vide additional support for key program 
areas or assistance with institutional issues 
such as access, affordability, effectiveness, 
and accountability.

Questions to ask before you select a 
particular e-learning model or strategy 
include:
■	What are the organization’s short-and 

long-term goals for e-learning? How 
does the strategy address them?

■	What are the learners’ characteristics 
(educational preparation, desired out-

comes, preferred delivery modality, 
technology skills, services and sup-
port needed)?

■	What are the characteristics of the fac-
ulty we serve (interest in e-learning, 
understanding of the relationship 
between content and learning strat-
egies, knowledge of how students 
learn and how to use technology to 
enhance teaching and learning)?

■	What infrastructure will we need to 
support the e-learning strategy (tech-
nological infrastructure, hardware, 
software, support personnel)?

■	What organizational model best sup-
ports the e-learning strategy?

■	How can we take an iterative 
approach? Which key stakeholders 
need to be involved in the project? 
How can the project remain scalable 
and supportable?

No. 5: Providing Tools to 
Meet Student Expectations

As technology is integrated into con-
temporary society, higher education 
must balance the expectations of a new 
generation of technology-savvy students 
with the perspectives of an older genera-
tion of faculty. Often referred to as the 
Net Generation or Millennials, today’s 
students have grown up in a rich digital 
environment where technology is both 
transparent and ubiquitous. Technology 
has always been part of their lives, from 
the Internet to laptops, iPods, games, 
instant messaging (IM), cell phones, 
and pagers. They take technology for 
granted—they expect it to be integral to 
their lives and to serve them, including 
in education.

Faculty are in a complex position: 
they must engage students, maintain 
their own technology skills, and work 
within potentially change-resistant 
professional practices and institutional 
structures. As students themselves, most 
faculty experienced a learning envi-
ronment characterized by face-to-face 
contact, print-based media, and limited 
interaction.

The differences in generational per-
spectives are striking. Student reliance 
on the immediacy of IM promotes a 
different sense of time and availabil-
ity than faculty’s. The Net Gen’s par-

ticipation in collaborative social proj-
ects—online gaming environments, 
wikis, and blogs—places the focus on 
participation rather than credentials, 
invoking the “wisdom of the crowd.” 
Faculty self-identification with a specific 
academic discipline contrasts with stu-
dents’ interdisciplinary collaboration. 
Academic technologists who serve 
faculty and students are thus caught 
between competing frameworks and 
expectations.

Instructional technologists work with 
many faculty who are willing to risk 
change and are interested in transform-
ing the learning environment through 
new communication and collaboration 
modalities. To create a successful part-
nership between faculty, students, and 
academic technologists requires under-
standing how each group contributes to 
the learning process. The Net Gen will 
increasingly expect faculty to effectively 
integrate technology into the learning 
environment—for them, collaboration 
is a reality, not an ideal. Faculty must 
leverage technology and frequently reas-
sess their role in the learning process. 
Academic technologists must work with 
both students and faculty as higher edu-
cation transforms our access to informa-
tion, our understanding of community, 
and our sense of personal space and 
relationships.

In serving the new generation of stu-
dents, academic technologists should 
consider:
■	To what degree should the institution 

accommodate the new generation of 
students (versus teaching them addi-
tional learning strategies)?

■	What type of support will the next 
generation of faculty expect?

■	What are the most effective strategies 
for keeping academic technologists 
up-to-date with incoming students?

No. 6: Providing Professional
Development and Support 
to New Audiences

Approximately 20 percent of higher 
education faculty will retire over the 
next 10 years.5 Consequently, academic 
technologists must attend to the profes-
sional development (PD) and support 
of the next-generation professoriate, 
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many of whom are currently teaching 
assistants and graduate students. Most 
graduate programs effectively prepare 
students as researchers but inadequately 
prepare them as teaching and learning 
scholars. Academic technologists have 
the opportunity to examine current PD 
programs and resources to address these 
issues.

As Net Gen faculty join the academic 
ranks, the opportunity exists to engage 
them in academic technology. This 
raises the question of whether faculty 
development is the best approach to 
fostering technological literacy. An 
alternate approach targets a portion of 
our instructional technology programs 
to graduate students with the goal of 
influencing the teaching practices of 
the future professoriate by engaging 
graduate student teachers and their fac-
ulty mentors in technology-enriched 
teaching and learning practices. We can 
also foster the pedagogical paradigm 
shift that needs to occur across all fields 
of study. Broadening the scope of our 
institutions’ current faculty develop-
ment programs to include program-
matic and mentorship opportunities 
for our graduate students—the future 
faculty—is critical.

Today’s graduate students span the 
generations from late Baby Boomers in 
their 60s to Net Geners in their early 
20s. While the majority are Generation 
Xers who are familiar with a variety of 
technologies, we should not assume 
that all graduate students have similar 
technology skills. In fact, a wide range 
of technology-comfort-level issues 
exist. Among Net Gen graduate stu-
dents, some are eager to explore inte-
grating wikis, blogs, or Tablet PCs into 
their teaching; others are reluctant to 
explore these newer pedagogical strate-
gies and prefer to focus on traditional 
classroom technologies. New faculty 
may want to learn how to lecture effec-
tively rather than how to develop col-
laborative experiences.

The institutional willingness to invest 
significantly in graduate students var-
ies. For some institutions, allocating 
resources to PD for existing faculty 
members takes priority over graduate 
students; for other institutions, training 

graduate students is a top priority.
Creating an environment that sup-

ports current and future faculty can be 
challenging. Offering graduate students 
PD opportunities that complement and 
supplement the experiences they have 
in their academic departments may 
make them more competitive in the aca-
demic job market. Academic technolo-
gists must discover programmatic and 
sustainable ways to stimulate greater 
collaboration between faculty mentors 
and their graduate students. Doing so 
will both help change current teaching 
practices and better prepare faculty to 
engage 21st-century learners.

As academic technologists expand 
support for new academic profession-
als, questions to ask include:
■	What teaching skills do new faculty 

need? What technology skills do they 
need?

■	Can we afford to wait until someone 
becomes a faculty member to provide 
professional development?

■	How do we provide support that is 
customized to academic disciplines 
and varying entering skill levels?

■	What role does the scholarship of 
teaching play in the institution’s 
reward system?

■	How do academic technologists blend 
their efforts with those of disciplinary 
associations?

■	Are professional development pro-
grams sufficient, or do we need men-
tors for new faculty?

No. 7: Sharing Content, 
Applications, and 
Application Development

The issues facing academic technol-
ogy units are increasingly complex and 
interdependent, requiring individu-
als and institutions to work together. 
Collaboration allows us to benchmark 
with our peers, develop affinity groups 
and consortia, and use resources more 
effectively.

Collaboration can be a fundamental 
strategy in higher education. Creating a 
culture of openness and sharing builds 
productive individual and institutional 
relationships that result in mutual ben-
efit. In higher education, technologies 
that reduce barriers encourage col-
laboration. As technology continues 
to advance, the types of collaboration 
possible will expand. Current collabo-
ration includes sharing library catalogs 
across institutions, exchanging faculty 
expertise, and trading instructional 
tools (such as CMSs).

Technology has generated many new 
opportunities for collaboration such 
as social bookmarking, IM, and easy-
to-create personal Web profiles. These 
“digital incunabula” are experimen-
tal technologies that impact our lives 
faster than we can understand them. 
Ultimately, it is our deeply embedded 
sociocultural values that determine the 
success of any technology-enabled col-
laboration—collaboration thrives when 
it offers measurable and mutual benefits, 
the perception of balance and reciproc-
ity, and a high degree of personal or 
institutional compatibility.

Two of the most compelling examples 
of successful collaboration are open 
source software and the open content 
movement. The development of open 
source software is a good example of a 
chaotic meritocracy among individuals 
who may not even know each other but 
whose needs are met and work recog-
nized by using digital technologies such 
as listservs, Web sites, bug tracking, ver-
sion control, and co-browsing.

Educational community source 
has arisen as a particularly successful 
branch of the open source movement 
in which universities organize and lead 
software development tailored to higher  
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education’s specific needs. This collabo-
ration promises to be one of the most 
productive as the innovative products 
of these open source movements mature 
and continue to achieve greater accep-
tance. Forward-thinking institutions 
also embody this culture of openness 
by freely sharing their work products 
as open courseware, which makes cur-
ricular content available free of charge 
under a license that permits use and 
adoption by others.

As institutions begin to examine the 
potential of collaborations, they should 
consider the following questions:
■	What problems are being faced by 

multiple institutions?
■	What are the expectations of 

the collaboration (information  
sharing, content sharing, application 
development)?

■	How would your institution judge the 
collaboration a success? What criteria 
will be used to evaluate collaborations 
and measure success?

■	Who are the most likely collaboration 
partners?

■	How much effort is your institution 
(and your partnering institutions) 
willing to spend on the collaboration 
project (time, money, people)?

■	Are there existing collaborations that 
your institution should join?

No. 8: Protecting 
Institutional Data

Information is recognized as an impor-
tant asset in business. Competitive, 
economic, and strategic intelligence 
all begin with the aggressive collection 
and effective use of information. The 
academic world has joined the informa-
tion movement and is finding innova-
tive and productive ways to analyze and 
mine its information resources, com-
bining data from heretofore unrelated 
sources to yield insights, early alerts to 
new trends, decision support, better 
targeting of “products,” and increased 
productivity.

Access and integration are key to the 
effective use of information in higher 
education. Access involves technology 
and “ownership,” which is often the 
biggest barrier to the effective use of 
institutional data; integration involves 

combining information from a vari-
ety of often unrelated sources to yield 
new information. Crossing boundaries 
between the registrar, the CMS, and the 
financial aid system, for example, may 
involve multiple reporting paths and 
new collaborations.

Academic technologists have unprec-
edented access to information. Over the 
past decade they have adopted applica-
tions that not only facilitate instruc-
tion but also collect a wide range of 
data in the process. As technology 
has evolved and the number of users 
has increased, they manage an enor-
mous amount of diverse educational 
data—student grades, assignments, and 
tracking information stored in the CMS, 
e-portfolios, audience response systems, 
file systems, online collaboration sys-
tems, and more—making them in effect 
data stewards.

Many academic technologists, how-
ever, still view themselves not as data 
stewards but as student information sys-
tem data users charged with creating 
and populating course-centered tools. 
Language informs many things, includ-
ing attitude, and can help effect a shift 
in mentality. If those who have respon-
sibility for information systems on cam-
pus can view their role as information 
stewards rather than owners, it becomes 
easier to share information. The idea of 
being a caretaker of information implies 
using that data for the common good. 

Stewardship fosters a higher degree of 
receptivity and cooperation than own-
ership. Nevertheless, institutions must 
continue to seek assurances of appropri-
ate use of information and advocate for 
its best institutional use.

With the push for accountability, aca-
demic technology units are positioned 
to become good stewards of the data 
they oversee—they can develop inno-
vative and productive ways to use this 
information to benefit the institution. 
To be effective, they must understand 
the nature of the data and commit time 
to develop new methods, support sys-
tems, and benchmarks to address insti-
tutional needs.

Academic technologists’ evolving role 
as data stewards raises questions institu-
tions should examine, including:
■	What sources of data are currently 

housed within the academic tech-
nology unit? What data should be 
retained?

■	How can the data be used to improve 
teaching and learning? How should 
other parts of the university be made 
aware of this data?

■	How will staff be trained on proper data 
handling? What training is necessary 
for academic technology staff? How 
will access to the data be provided?

■	What policies and procedures must be 
established for data storage, backup, 
retrieval, mining, and retention?

■	What data falls under the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act 
(FERPA)?

■	What data should be placed in 
the data warehouse for analysis? 
How frequently should the data be 
updated?

No. 9: Addressing Emerging 
Ethical Challenges

Ethical issues are perennially debated 
in higher education, yet the academy 
has not taken a systematic look at ethi-
cal issues related to teaching or the sup-
port of teaching. As the demands for 
accountability increase and as technol-
ogy provides unique insights into stu-
dents’ efforts and aptitudes, the ethical 
issues associated with academic success 
and retention will likely move to the 
forefront.

Stewardship fosters  
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Institutions’ use of data from various 
academic technology solutions such as 
the CMS will have significant ramifi-
cations. The analysis of academic data 
necessitates a dialogue on our ethical 
responsibility to the learning process. 
Empowered with new information, fac-
ulty, administrators, and academic tech-
nologists will struggle to find a balance 
between making students too reliant on 
external help and encouraging them to 
become independent learners.

While academic technology has a 
significant impact on the lives of stu-
dents, the literature remains silent on 
the ethical implications of actions that 
promote—or ignore—student reten-
tion and academic success. Academic 
technologists will be among those who 
must engage in this debate.

For example, CMSs automatically 
collect a wide array of data on student 
usage. Emerging analytic techniques 
using the CMS data will reveal which 
students are performing well and which 
need additional help. In addition, using 
analytics to predict academic success 
will force many faculty and academic 
technologists to examine issues that 
have ethical implications such as 
accountability and the distribution of 
resources. Access to formulas that pre-
dict students’ failure and success will 
place academic technologists in the 
middle of an ethical debate as faculty, 
students, and institutions examine 
their responsibilities related to aca-
demic success and retention.

The ethical issues are best examined 
and framed as how to interact with the 
new knowledge and technology rather 
than what the right answer is. This prag-
matic view focuses on using informa-
tion in a meaningful and effective man-
ner. Faculty, students, and institutions 
alike must examine the implications 
of data that predict academic perfor-
mance. The question of how to use 
this information cannot be answered 
just once—it must be weighed against 
higher education’s changing environ-
ment and key stakeholders’ shifting 
expectations.

The use of CMS data to predict aca-
demic performance poses an interesting 
set of ethical issues:

■	 Should students be told their behav-
iors are being tracked?

■	How much information should be 
provided to students or faculty?

■	How should the faculty react to the 
data? Should faculty contact students? 
Will the data influence faculty percep-
tions of students and the grading of 
assignments?

■	What amount of resources should the 
institution invest in students who are 
unlikely to succeed in a course?

■	What information should be provided 
to parents, the athletic department, 
issuers of scholarships, and others?

■	What obligation do students have to 
seek assistance?

■	What is the role of the academic 
technologist?

No. 10: Understanding Our 
Evolving Role

The traditional roles of academic 
technologists on campuses are chang-
ing. Once a position focused on assist-
ing the early adopters in instructional 
design or educational technology, the 
academic technologist today faces an 
increasing set of expectations. The 
rapidly changing nature of technol-
ogy, students, and faculty require us 
to look at new paradigms for providing 
sustainable and scalable teaching and 
learning support.

After decades of promises that 
instructional technology can improve 
instruction, institutions want results. 
They’ve become skeptical of large 
investments and expect a more com-
plete assessment of performance. Aca-
demic technology is also a victim of its 
own success: once seen as a competi-
tive advantage or “nice” activity, it is 
now a fundamental campus compo-
nent. To meet these new demands for 
accountability and usability, the role 
and skills of academic technologists 
must evolve.

First and foremost, the academic 
technologist is expected to act as an 
expert resource on best practices in edu-
cational technology. Awareness of a 
broad research base is essential to work-
ing with faculty. In addition to devel-
oping computer workshops, learning 
materials, and Web-based multimedia 

resources, the academic technologist 
is expected to provide executive sum-
maries to administrators and serve on 
key institutional committees.

The traditional role of providing 
knowledge and leadership in instruc-
tional development and delivery will 
persist—academic technologists must 
maintain knowledge of online meth-
odologies, instructional design, Web 
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and multimedia design, accessibility 
and adaptive learning technologies, 
and learning styles—plus acquire new 
knowledge of emerging technologies 
and student preferences.

With the trend toward increased 
accountability, academic technolo-
gists must also occasionally serve as 
assessment specialists, defining the 
standards by which learning materi-
als and tools are evaluated. They may 
lead efforts to evaluate large, com-
plex, or highly specialized systems 
related to the teaching and learning 
enterprise. They may also be asked 
to conduct independent research on 
instructional design, learning theory, 
or instructional technology topics and 
evaluate effectiveness on an organiza-
tional level.

The ability to influence key stake-
holders and business processes across 
the college or university will become 
an essential skill. To achieve this influ-

ence, academic technologists must have 
a thorough understanding of the insti-
tution’s vision and how various edu-
cational initiatives impact university 
practices. They must have a grasp of 
existing research, serve on university-
wide committees, and demonstrate the 
creativity needed to address novel edu-
cational situations.

The evolving role of academic tech-
nologists will require a new approach 
to staff recruitment, selection, and pro-
fessional development. An institution 
must consider:
■	What role will academic technologists 

play in accountability efforts?
■	How well do academic technologists 

understand the scholarship of teach-
ing and learning? How do they main-
tain current knowledge in the field?

■	Can academic technologists com-
municate technical and nontech-
nical content to all levels of the 
organization?

■	How will academic technologists be 
mentored to understand the institu-
tional culture?

Conclusion
As the academic technology profes-

sion has matured over the past decade, 
expectations have risen for accountabil-
ity, effectiveness, facilitation, and imple-
mentation. Collaboration, stewardship, 
ethics, and change are becoming part of 
everyday life for academic technologists. 
Today’s top-ten issues facing academic 
technologists provide a unique oppor-
tunity for the profession to shape and 
contribute to campus priorities and solu-
tions. ACTL hopes the critical issues in 
teaching and learning identified here will 
help our community create professional 
development opportunities and pro-
grams that effectively address the needs 
of the “Instruction 2.0” world. e
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